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The town of Northfield, Massachusetts lies nestled in the Connecticut 
river valley on the borders of Massachusetts, New Hampshire and Vermont. 
Its Main Street is lined with capacious colonial homes , Steepled churches 
and historical markers. Today it is difficult to envision the turreted 
mansion known as the Schell Castle, Northfield Chateau or Birnham House 
which once rose from the midst of this idyllic Currier and Ives setting 
and dominated the landscape for sixty-two years. 

Dwight L. Moody, Northfield's famed evangelist and founder of the 
Northfield and Mt. Hermon schools, made a profitable stop in New York 
during his religious campaign of 1889-90. Attending the meetings were 
members of a wealthy New York family, the SchellS', then consisting of 
four brothers: Edward, a banker; Augustus, a lawyer; Richard, a congress- 
man; Robert, a diamond merchant and President of the Bank of the Metrop- 
olis; and his son, their sole heir, Robert Francis Sanne Robertuur . 
Schell and his wife were particularly moved by Moody's sermons and inquired 
about housing in which to stay while attending his summer religious con- 
ferences in Northfield. 

On July 5, 1890 they arrived in Northfield and were given a room in 
the Northfield Hotel until a house was found for them to rent. Sharing 
the hill with the hotel were four large Victorian gothic houses. The 
house on the crest of the hill stood empty, its jumble of cupolas, gables, 
pillars and porches commanding a dazzling view of emerald drum) insmeandering 
streams of sapphire. Mr. Schell immediately arranged to rent it, and said 
of it, "I've seen lovely views all over Europe, but never anything as 


appealing to me as the view from this house". ! At the end of the summer 


Schell approached Ambert Moody (son of Dwight) about purchasing the property. 


a 


No time was lost in acaomnodating Schell's wishes, and he became the owner 
of four large cottages, three of which were later moved to other loca- 
tions, and 10 acres of land. For 10 years the Seheliceetnnancd there, 
adding rooms to their home and acres to their property. 

A story is often repeated that during their tenth summer the Schells 
decided to demolish their cottage because of a pertinacious colony of 
ants. Upon finding it impossible to exterminate the ants it is told that 
Mr. Schell said he would "Tear down this house and build one they can't 
get into!"? It is more likely that Robert Schell decided it due time to 
realize a dream: 

"I care nothing about many things for which wealthy 

men uSually care. The one thing I do want and always 
have wanted is a lovely country place. Now I shall 
have it, and in the place that suits me perfectly, in 
Northfield where I have one of the most beautiful views 
that I have ever seen". > 

Mr. Schell did not suit Northfield as perfectly as it did him. The 
townspeople thought a 40 room summer home for two more than adequate and 
were not at all receptive to Mr. Schell's grandiose ideas. 

The completion of the W.K. Vanderbilt chateau in New York by Richard 
Morris Hunt in 1881 set the trend among New York society to build homes in 
the chateau style known as Francois. Schell's extensive European travel 
made him familiar with,and fond of the chateau style and its associated 
romance and picturesque landscapes. It was natural for him to want a house 
of that style, and doubtful that he could consider a French chateau in New 


England as outstanding an anachronism as it was to Northfield natives or 
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passers-by. He sought . the services of architect Bruce Price, a 
popular New York architect, to capture the essence of his fantasy and 
embody it in a palatial summer mansion. Bruce Price was for many rea- 
sons a logical choice: he was very familiar with designing residences 
for the well to do; he had experience building the chateau style; he 
had built the Bank of the Metropolis,of which Robert Schell Sr. was 
president; and Prices philosophies about the landscape were not dis- 
Similiar from Schell's. 

Price was born at Cumberland, Maryland, in 1845, and was raised 
and educated there. He obtained some technical training in the office 
of Crawford Nelson and John R. Niernsee in Baltimore, completed a year 
of architectural study abroad and returned to Baltimore, Sedna: his own 


office, in 1869. In 1872 he moved to Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, and 


in 1877 made his final career move, to New York City. His architectural 


projects show considerable diversity and breadth of talent. A biographer 
described his oye as "distinguished by its individuality, combining the 
best modern ideas with the vigorous methods of the early architects of 
the last century and the highest motives of old world architecture." 
Among his best known credits are: the George Gould mansion in Lakewood, 
New Jersey; the layout of Tuxedo Park, New York, and the completion of more 
than 40 different types of homes there; the American Surety Building, at 
its time the highest structure in New York (1894); the Chateau Frontenac, 
forerunner in the development of the chateau as the national Canadian 
Style (1892); the invention and patent of the bay window railway car; the 
book, A Large Country House (1866); and a daughter, Emily Post. 

Perhaps it was with thoughts of Robert Schell that Price said in an 
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interview with Barr Ferree, "'Clients' have way back in their heads an 


fs 


idea of a house. Some can express it and some can't... It seems that 


Schell tried, but eventually left all to the hands of the architect. He 

did wish to incorporate in his cottage several features of homes he had 

seen abroad, and hours were spent studying plans. He especially enjoyed 
round rooms, towers and irregular spaces but the primary stipulations for 
his home were a large central hall, spacious guest rooms, a majestic 
Stairway, and that the first floor terrace be at the level of his present 
bedroom. In short time Price presented him with the plan for an enchanting 
white brick, tower trimmed chateau. It was basically a 130 x 130 square 
atop a broad stone base, interrupted with towers, porches, arches and angles, 
and topped with a steepsided hip roof. Pleased, Robert Schell left with his 
wife for a three-year tour of Europe, maintaining contact with the architect 
via the mail. 

Several articles, apparently grasping for any explanation of this 
architectural. anomaly, erroneously state that the Schell mansion was a 
reproduction of either the French chateau Chambord or Azay-le-Rideau. Bruce 
Price, however, was not of the school of thought which saw value in total 
direct copy. He was of the generation of architects such as Richardson 
and Sullivan who could look to the past for inspiration and guidance and 
adapt past ideals to a new age and purpose. As Emily Post said in defense 
of her father, "he was no copyist for Mr. Schell or anyone else." 6 

It is true that the Northfield chateau contained a double spiral 
Stairway, as does Chambord, but indications are that Schell admired such 
a staircase in a British home. Price's design is frequently compared with 


Azay-le-Rideau, but the buildings are markedly different. Azay-le-Rideau 
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has towers on all its corners, the Schell castle on two; the Loire 
Valley Chateau has a more steeply pitched roof, a greater amount and 
intricacy of detail and a wing, breaking its symmetry. The French 
Chateau which would appear to be of greatest influence on the plan of 
Birnham House is the Chateau de Jaligny, a Loire valley chateau which 


appeared in Victor. Petit's 1861 publication of Chateaux de la Vallee de 


la Loire. 


Price's description of his Chateau Frontenac as "the early French 
chateau adapted to modern requirements" is applicable to his Schell] 
Castle project. The Charcat Frontenac, a monumental Quebec Hotel built 
in 1892-93, was Price's first bold experimentation totally involving the 
chateau style. It is more massive and bold than the Northfield chateau 
but the two have in common a lofty, panoramic view, brick with horizontal 
bands of carves stone, and of course, arches, turrets and dormers. Another 
of Price's Canadian commissions, the Place Viger Hotel and Station (1895) 
has more the air of the Birnham House with its lighter appearance and 
greater surface variety. 

The greatest resemblance to any building is seen in the comparison 
of the Schell castle to Richard Morris Hunt's Ochre Court, built in New- 
port for Ogden Goelet at the same time as the Northfield Chateau construc- 
tion. The similarities reflect the popularity of the style and influence 
of Hunt but by no means indicate copying on the part of Price. Hunt's 
Goelet and Vanderbilt mansions are characterized by flat surfaces. They 
are more formal.and less playful, lacking the circular towers, numerous 
conical roofs and round rooms of Price's chateau style. Prices works after 
the Chateau Frontenac. have been described as exhibiting "a gradual disin- 


tegration of his bold sense of design. Critics maintain that in the latter 
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years of his career Price paid too much attention to individual elements, 
detracting from the sense of an integrated whole. The Schell castle dis- 
plays more emphasis on detail and a greater disruption in surface area 
than many of his earlier projects but unity is maintained. The twin 
towers which flank the triple arched entrance, led to by 30 gradually 
Shortening granite steps, draw one in like the bridge crossing the moat 
to a medj€val castle. In totality the building is symmetrical, yet its 
Symmetry is artfully interrupted by slight variations in height, detail 
and surface. In the right front of the building is a chapel with a 
rounded arched tripartite window. The corresponding portion on the left 
facade is lower in height and contains a rectangular window a difference 
lessened by the basket handle arch carved above each window. lements 
are frequently repeated in twos and threes two towers on the front, 
two on the rear; two porte cocheres; three round arches at the entrance; 
three on the porte cocheres; three doors from the curved bay window ex- 


tending onto the rear terrace; three dormer windows on the front and side 


roofs; and tripartite windows. 


The romanesque arched and rusticated base, built of rust and gray 
Northfield trap rock, alludes to Richardson, and shows an ingenious fusion 
of thought and style. Its many colors and textures contrast with the smooth 
white brick of the chateau and granite of the stairs and balustrade, but 
not in a startling way. It is a unique feature serving both practical 


and aesthetic purposes. The indig€nous stone roots the chateau to the New 


England soil blending it with the grounds from which it rose. The base 
adds height, raising the structure to the elevation of Mr. Schell's speci- 
fication and prevents vertical elements from overpowering the design. It 


also provides a full first level, called the basement, for well-lit kitchen 
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and storage space, and servants quarters. A full basement, equipped 

with burners and electrical generators was beneath the kitchen level. 
Lower still was a solid mortar base providing substantial support for 
the structure which loomed above. 

The traprock for the base and fill used to raise the ground level 
of the property were transported to the construction site from nearby 
Round Mountain via a narrow gauge railway built for that purpose. Work- 
ing of the railway was done by a crew of 42 Italian workers. More skilled 
than local builders in the cutting and carving of wood and stone and the 
Carrying through of precise detail, they spent three years constructing 
the chateau. In 1903 their work completed, they moved from the barracks 
which housed them, leaving no trace (there are no records of any of them 
staying behind or marrying anyone of local extraction) of their ever 
having beenthere other than the magnificent structure they built. 

Construction completed, the house was readied for the Schells' June 
1903 arrival. In 1900 while Mr. and Mrs. Schell were in Europe, Robert 
Schell, Sr. died, leaving his and the amassed fortunes of his three de- 
ceased brothers to his son. With virtually unlimited resources behind 
him Schell paid little attention to cost and no record of expenses was 
kept. A fair estimate, and one Mr. Schell admitted to a friend, puts 
the construction price of the summer cottage at one million dollars. 

In May of 1903 Bruce Price died in Paris, probably never knowing of 
Mrs. Schell's reaction to her new home. It seems she never saw the 
chateau plans, nor did her husband discuss them with her. Having expected 
a more modest, intimate home, the story goes that Mrs. Schell sat on the 
steps and wept the first time she saw the chateau, a tale doubted by 


those familiar with her temperment. Regardless, she never cared for the 
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building and after her husband's death in 1928 would stay in a hotel 
room facing away from the mansion while visiting Northfield. If she 
cried at the sight of the exterior it is doubtful that her eyes dried 
upon= entering) the 100',x 235 central’hall, and Weteae kindly upon the 
lavishly decorated Georgian interior of her cottage. The six parlors, 
36 bedrooms , three dining rooms, 23 bathrooms, billiard room, library and 
chapel were dressed with silk brocade wallcovering, inlaid wood paneling 
and floors, crystal chandeliers, hung from intricately plastered ceilings, 
metal lined marble fireplaces (22 fireplaces in all) embossed with the 
Schell family crest, mammoth mirrors, custom made furniture and Schel] 
family heirlooms. 

There were 99 rooms in total (125 if all pantries, hallways and 
Stairwells are included in the count). People explained that there was 
a 100th room in which Robert Schell had sealed the architect to insure 
that another home like his would not be built. Long after the Schell's 
death a 100th room was discovered. Employees working in the building had 
noticed that at the kitchen level there were windows which did not correspond 
to any room. With Northfield Hotel manager Edwin Finch they proceeded 
to cut through a kitchen wall and found behind it a disappointingly empty 
room. If any room stirred Mrs. Schell's heart it would have been the cross- 
Shaped chapel, a feature typical of large English estates, but misunder- 
stood by Northfield residents, some of whom were occasionally invited to 
the services conducted there. Its walls were finished with polished wood 
and stained glass. The chancel window was decorated with the Schell family 
coat of arms flanked by a rose and cornflower symbols of English and German 
descent. The transept window bore Mrs. Schell's crest, an oak tree with a 


thistle and rose on either side alluding to her English and Scottish heritage. 
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A false window on an interior wall depicted the entire Apostles creed 
in brilliant color highlighted with gold leaf. 

Robert Schell was delighted with his castle and spent 25 summers 
there gleefully trapping guests in the elevator, locking them in their 
rooms, ordering intruders off his property, and improving the grounds. 
To increase his privacy he consulted Ambert Moody (Dwight's son) about 
having Highland Avenue, the road which ran through his property closed. 
Moody recommended that Schell offer the town a considerable sum of money 
with which to open another avenue, and after lengthy debate the town 
accepted $5000 from Schell. 

This allowed him more flexibility in the layout of his grounds. 
Stairs led from the chateau level to a formal [talian eee. supposedly 
designed by Mrs. Schell. It-was termed "sunken" but was actually at the 
Original property level. Bisecting the garden a yew-bordered path led to 
another stairway and lower topographic level sloping toward a 's-mile- 
long lake. Schell had a dam constructed across the western end of Mil] 
Brook forming a lake large enough to launch a motorboat upon. He de- 
rived much joy listening to the squeals of protest as he piloted his guest- 
filled boat beneath the bridge spanning the lake's lower end. Certainly 
some of those guests were gratified when a spring flood destroyed the dam, 
robbing Schell of his perverse pleasure. An underground tunnel is rumoured 
to have run from the chateau to the lake. This was actually a large drainage 
ditch which probably sparked the imagination of trespassing youngsters. 

Schell, weak and arthritis stricken, spent his last summer traveling 
to and from Northfield in an ambulance. In December of 1928 he died, leaving 
his estate to his sole heir, Mrs. Schell. Having no use for the chateau 


she offered the land, house and most of the furnishings for sale. Two years 
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passed without a buyer and it was finally sold to the Northfield Hotel 
(owned by the Northfield School) for the miniscule sum of $34,000. 

For several years it was used as a Hotel annex for conferences and 
receptions. The first American Youth Hostel had its quarters in the 
basement floor; for eight summers scholars met there preparing the Revised 
Standard Version of the Bible; countless wedding receptions and the annual 
“Chateau Dance" for Northfield and Mount Hermon School seniors took place 
there. Eventually 25 cent tours were available at the chateau leading 
visitors through the now unkempt grounds and crumbling interior of the 
mansion. 

Extensive damages, the result of long years of standing empty. with 
too short a staff to attend to the physical demands of a bande estate, 
ravaged the chateau. New England winters, accompanied with wind, snow and 
ice attacked the unprotected Chateau and were major contributors to its 
decay. Much interior damage was due to moisture, likely the result of 
freezing and thawing ice. The iron water pipes had rusted and clogged 
and the wiring could not meet modern standards. 

Photos of the chateau from the early 60's show a crumbled balustrade, 
peeling paint, broken water and drainage pipes and weed strangled grounds. 
The ceilings, once a delight of pale blue with white filligree were spotted 
and pitted. Their plaster, an unfortunate combination of limestone and 
coke, absorbed moisture until saturated, then fell. Too late admitting that 
they could not maintain the Schell castle the schools sought a buyer. 

They, like Mrs. Schell, found none. The U.S. Treasury considered pur- 
chasing it for document storage in case of attack on Washington. Their offer 


was refused however; they planned to bury the kitchen and first floor levels 


to better support it under bomb fire. The Italian Embassy was also a 
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prospective buyer but decided the cost of repair too prohibitive. (The 
wiring and plumbing pipes ran deep through the interior walls and year 
round use of the chateau would have been impractical and extremely costly.) 

In June of 1963 the trustees of Northfield tien Hermon, aware that 
they could not raise the half-million needed to repair Birnham House doomed 
it to destruction. The last tours were held on July 24 and 25th and 
12,931 visitors took a final look at Robert Schell's cottage. On the 
26th and 27th what remained of the chateau contents (many items were stolen 
over the years) were auctioned by Kenneth Miller, netting $9,000. Later 
that summer a Keene, New Hampshire construction company, R.W. Payne, Inc. 
began demolition. Slides taken of the demolition process reveal the 
Strength of the structure and discredit claims that it was unsafe. The 
walls, interior and exterior, were several bricks thick, the floors were 
comprised of three layers of wood, all supported by the massive traprock 
base and solid mortar basement. As the walls were knocked down, a signif- 
icant problem became obvious. Many of the walls contained a white, un- 
identified but believed to be insulation, material which had absorbed 
a great deal of moisture. 

Bruce Price would have reasoned that the picturesque Schell property 
demanded a magnificent building such as the chateau, but if he had better 
understood the character of the town I question whether he would, or if 
he ever really did, believe it belonged there. The Birnham house stood 
in sharp contrast, not only with surrounding buildings, but also with 
the spirit of the valley it overlooked. The chateau, symbolic of European 
aristocracy and feudal society, looked down upon a landscape dotted with 
old, clapboard homes, tempered with Yankee pride, and symbolic of a break 


from the oppressive hand of European aristocracy. It is a shame that a 
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fine piece of architecture was destroyed (and ironic in that the genera- 
tion who witnessed its demise had grown to love what many of their parents 
had considered a monstrosity). But a structure which, despite its 
Northfield traprock base, contrasted so startlingly in character, scale 

and place with its environment was of questionable aesthetic value. 

Today the old Schell estate retains both the ideals of its owner and 
architect, and the symbolism of class differences in more subtle ways. 
The land has been leveled and the foundation buried, but remnants of 
the chateau exist. The garden stairs are there hidden in a tangled copse 
waiting to be discovered by a wandering romantic. The bridge and dam are 
there, losing bitsand pieces to the stream as it rushes through each 
spring. A lane runs from the bridge to Birnham road. To 1a left 1s 
the Northfield Golf Course, a kaleidescope of color, with its manicured 
greens and golf carts propelled by club-wielding sportsmen dressed in 
madras slacks or bright polysters. On the right, golden fields of hay 


wave in the breeze and a weathered farmer's cart stands piled with baled 


hay. 

The Northfield-Mount Hermon School Trustees are willing to sell the 
land, the golf course and Schell estate, and the view that enthralled 
Robert Schell, for a price in the two million dollar range. As was 


said, Dwight Moody made a profitable stop in New York City. 
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FOOTNOTES 


. Janet Mabie, The Years Beyond (Northfield, MA: The Northfield 
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. Carl Compton, The Story of the Northfield Chateau (unpublished 
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ABOVE: East view, Ochre Court, Residence of Ogden Goelet, New- 
ere 4 FORTE COCHERE port, Rhode Island, 1889-91. Betow: West crew. For this, perhaps 
ANIUAR TO NOSTHRELD the most successful of all his mansions, Hunt turned again to the 

CUSTER PEMTUSES early French Renaissance which had already inspired the W. K. 
Vanderbilt chateau in New York City. In 1986 Ochre Court is oc- 
cupied by Salve Regiiia Coliege. 
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